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In an article dated July 18, Stephen Kinzer of the NEW YORK TIMES (07/19/87) reported that the
July 16 contra attack on San Jose de Bocay resulted in the deaths of nine Sandinista soldiers, three
children and a pregnant woman, but little else. On July 17, a local Sandinista official, Sergio Saenz,
said that the bodies of 21 contras had been found nearby. Contra spokesmen portrayed the attack
last Thursday as a significant military victory. However, Kinzer writes that on Saturday there was
"no evidence of damage to either the town's dirt airstrip or the small collection of shacks that serves
as local headquarters" for the Sandinista army. The Nicaraguan Defense Ministry reported July
17 that 27 contras had been killed Thursday in San Jose de Bocay and in battles occurring in the
northern region. Twelve of the contras, said the report, were killed in the attempt to occupy San
Jose de Bocay, site of a military base 100 miles northeast of Managua in Jinotega department. The
statement said six Nicaraguan civilians were killed, and 19 soldiers were wounded. On July 16,
a statement said 19 soldiers had been killed, but the Ministry announcement on Friday did not
mentioned the number of dead among government troops. A Defense Ministry spokesman said
the earlier report was wrong. The ministry said 15 contras were also killed in attacks on Ciudad
Antigua and San Fernando July 16 in neighboring Nueva Segovia department. The Nicaraguan
government denied contra claims about the attack in Jinotega, saying that no damage was reported
to military installations and that the contras were beaten back. It said most of the fighting took place
more than 1,000 yards outside the town. Jose Domingo Martinez Vivas and other residents said
the attackers had burned more than a dozen homes and stolen cattle and other property. Martinez
Vivas' wife and 3-year-old son were among the victims. Residents said that at 4:30 a.m. July 16,
perhaps 100 contras stormed the town, firing mortars and automatic weapons from nearby hillsides.
By these accounts, gunfire echoed until nearly noon and the contras reached the edge of San Jose
de Bocay, but advanced no further. The three dead children ranged in age from 3 to 13. The woman,
18, was in the fifth month of her third pregnancy, her husband said. At a makeshift hospital, Dr.
Miguel Garcia said he was attending about 30 people, 18 of them civilians, who had been wounded.
Soon after the fighting stopped in San Jose de Bocay on Thursday, a spokesman for the contras,
Bosco Matamoros, said the attack had been "the most important military action we have carried
out in the northern part of the country." Speaking by telephone from Honduras, Matamoros said
his information was that the contras had destroyed military installations, including the airstrip,
which is used by army helicopters. A mile beyond the hovels that constitute the center of the town,
disoriented members of a government-run grain cooperative stood outside shaking their heads,
oblivious to sheets of rain. Of the 50 houses they had occupied, only a few were left habitable. Elvira
Arauz, 30, whose house was burned to the ground, said the contras had made off with cattle and
other animals. Other residents told similar stories. The contras who attacked San Jose de Bocay, like
the groups that have attacked some other Nicaraguan villages, left civilian victims without achieving
any immediately visible military success. According to Kinzer, the recent raid took on significance
because contra leaders quickly claimed it as a triumph, and because it occurred as Congressional
hearings into the Iran-contra affair were being followed by millions of people in the US. During
the hearings, supporters of the contras have praised them as freedom fighters, and fired National
Security Council aide Lt. Col. Oliver North described them as a "democratic resistance" movement.
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